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This paper works to answer the question of how advances in the technology of music 
delivery and sharing (such as radio, records, the internet) affect the role of music in American 
social movements. This is done first by defining the role of music in social movements as the 
providing of three services in the name of a movement: education, solidarity, and memory. The 
thesis of this work is that advancements in music delivery and sharing have the potential to affect 
the role of music in social movements, but these three services remain. This thesis is tested by 
analyzing the history of technology in music development and sharing, applying this historical 
context to three different 20th and 21st century social movements by looking at changes in 
education, solidarity, and memory, and interviewing two organizers involved in both politics and 
music in the service of social movements. The findings of this paper show that music is too 
constricted by its identity as a social tool to be singularly affected by developments in 
technology, thus proving the thesis correct. The real power in affecting social movement change, 
either positively or negatively, lies in the use of these tools to complement or counteract one 
another.
Introduction
The central idea of this project is to analyze the role that music has played in supporting 
social movements and look at how this role has changed due to advancements in music delivery 
and sharing technologies. This will be done by focusing on American social movements and 
music in the 20th and 21st centuries, from the songs of the early labor movement in the beginning 
of the 1900s to the varied musicians involved with the Occupy Wall Street Movement of 2011. 
In addition, the academic complexities of social movements and music lead to much debate and
wtheories in a variety of disciplines. This work will try to give an overview that recognizes these 
complexities while being accessible and concise to readers who may not be well-versed in these 
topics. Social movements have created change in America in many ways and have been the 
force behind progress in issues like labor, civil, and women’s rights. By analyzing recent social 
movements and technological advancements in music delivery and sharing, a pattern may be 
shown in how the role of music has changed over time.
Thesis Statement
The thesis of this work is that the role of music has the potential to be altered and 
expanded by advancements in music delivery and sharing, but the overall ideas of education, 
solidarity, and memory in the medium remain. In other words, this potential to be altered and 
expanded comes from different technology being used as a tool. This hypothesis is tested by 
analyzing literature and examples of social movements during different eras in American history 
and noting changes throughout. This is also done by looking at the role of technology in music 
delivery and sharing. The internet will no doubt be an important part of this thesis, as it opens up 
countless outlets for conversation, and musicians and political organizers have many different 
ways to spread their songs and ideas. At the same time, there is the potential scenario that these 
songs and ideas can be overlooked by people in the overflow of information available on this 
medium. Finally, this thesis will be tested by comparing it to the conclusions of interviews done 
with two activists involved with music and political organizing.
Justification of Topic
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This study is important because it shows the significance and potential of using music for 
organizing, educating, and creating empathy and solidarity for social movements. Protest songs 
have been a part of American social movements throughout the 20th century and their use may 
point to factors of how they are useful and why they have been so predominant. This work is 
also important because it will attempt to show the legacy of activist songwriters and their 
relationship to earlier struggles and progressive movements in American history. For example, 
the musical and social legacy of musician and activist Pete Seeger has been felt since the 1930s. 
In 2011, at the age of 92, he played a concert for protesters during an Occupy Wall Street 
demonstration (Talbott, 2011). His participation can potentially show a cultural relationship 
between protesters from past generations and today’s.
This project is also important because it may be able to show another effect of the Digital 
Age on America. Musicians can record and spread music without the help of recording studios or 
record labels. At the same time, listeners can find music through many different outlets without 
having to leave the house. The increasing ease of creation and accessibility of music may carry 
over to political music and the spreading of its ideas.
This paper matters to community leadership and civic engagement because political 
music and social movements deal directly with civic engagement and the creation of inclusive 
communities. For example, the civil rights movement and its “freedom songs” have played an 
important part in establishing basic human rights for African Americans (Carawan & Carawan, 
1963, pp. 7). These rights are continually defended by the existence of community and nonprofit 
organizations. By looking at the role of music in social movements, organizations may be able 









The main parts of this paper and discussion of literature will be divided up into three 
sections: (a) an outline of music delivery and sharing and their effect on the role of music, (b) 
case studies of three specific social movements and the role of technology in their music, and (c) 
a description and analysis of interviews with two people who participate in both the organizing 
and artistic aspects of social movements and political activity.
To understand social movements and the role of music within them, it is important to 
define the idea of what a social movement is. While social movements have been studied and 
defined in schools of thought such as sociology, anthropology, and history, I have chosen a 
definition of the term from an important and relevant text related to music: Music and Social 
Movements: Mobilizing Traditions in the Twentieth Century by Ron Eyerman and Andrew 
Jamison.
W
“Social movements are interpreted in this book as central moments in the reconstitution 
of culture. In the creative turmoil that is unleashed within social movements, modes of 
cultural action are redefined and given new meaning as sources of collective identity. 
For brief, intensive movements, the habitual behavior and underlying values of society 
are thrown open for debate and reflection, and, as the movements fade from political 
center stage, their cultural effects seep into the social lifeblood in often unintended and 
circuitous ways” (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998, pp. 6).
This definition of social movements argues that social movements are “key agents” of cultural
change and “politicize knowledge” in ways that remain in the collective memory of the country
(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998, pp. 7-8). For example, the political and once radical fight for
women’s suffrage, while no longer a main talking point in politics and protests, has lived on by
becoming a part of American identity and collective memory.
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For the purpose of this work, the Digital Age will be defined as starting in the 1990s.
This is based on The Internet, by Sandra Weber, which notes that in 1990, the World Wide Web 
had just been invented, but by 2000, half of all Americans used the internet (2004, pp. 6). This 
medium is known for revolutionizing many aspects of today’s world.
To analyze potential changes in the role of music, this role has to be defined. A fair 
amount of academic literature makes an attempt at defining this role, but all vary in specific 
ways and make note of the complexities within the study. This work considers the ideas of 
education, memory, and solidarity as important parts of looking at the utility of political music. 
These ideas are partly based on Rob Rosenthal, who, in “Serving the Movement: The Role(s) of 
Music”, argues that songs in these political contexts serve the movement in four ways: serving 
the committed, educating the uneducated, recruitment, and mobilization (2001, pp. 12-14).
These four purposes cover the variation of participants from active to inactive. It can be seen as 
having the ability to rope people in and then give them the inspiration to stay involved, even 
within threatening circumstances. An example of this is shown in We Shall Overcome! Songs of 
the southern freedom movement, where Bob Zellner describes his experience of being jailed for 
protesting segregation in public facilitates:
“The police, announcing unceremoniously ‘you goin’ to the hole’ pushed me into a 5’ by 
7’ cell with a 5 inch square puncture in the steel door for ventilation... I put my ear to a 
grate in the ceiling, then finally jumped down to the small vent in the door, realizing his 
(Chuck, an ally in solitary confinement) voice was coming from there.. .He was in the 
cell next to me. ‘Chuck, are you all right?.. .’’Yes, you?.. .‘Fine.’ Then we sang. As the 
police pounded on the door threatening to whip us we sang... Even after they turned the 
heaters on and blasted us with unbearable heat for seven days, we continued to sing” 
(Carawan & Carawan, 1963, pp. 90).
As this example shows, the symbolic power of songs allowed these men to share their struggle
and relate to the larger movement, even while oppressive forces were trying to punish them. For
W'
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this paper, Rosenthal’s four aspects of political music are condensed to two: solidarity and 
education. Solidarity, for this work, will involve the ideas of serving the committed, recruitment, 
and mobilization. Rosenthal and Richard Flacks, in their book Playing for Change: Music and 
Musicians in the Service of Social Movements, note solidarity as “expressing and revealing 
linkages that hadn’t been appreciated before” (2011, pp. 116). Education will then handle the 
aspects of political music which involve teaching audiences about political struggles. A third 
aspect, memory, is added to mention the relevance of American political music’s history and 
ability to relate previous struggles and activists to current ones. This is an attempt to simplify the 
complex concept of tradition and its cultural relevance (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 201). By 
identifying examples of education, solidarity, and memory being fulfilled in different social 
movements, some light can be shed on any potential changes due to music sharing and delivery.
Music Delivery and Sharing
The evolution of technology has impacted music delivery and sharing in a variety of 
ways. This section seeks to discuss this evolution to find evidence of music’s role in social 
movements and any changes that may have occurred. One of the main points of this section is 
also to note that, while popular older mediums like radio and physical records have been 
somewhat replaced by new technology, they still exist and can be useful in many ways. Also, 
there are two prevalent types of media that exist throughout this history: mainstream or popular 
media and alternative or activist media. The former is usually considered the distributor of pop- 
culture to the mass public and is owned by corporate entities or the state while the latter is 
considered “underground” and is not usually seen on a large scale (Waltz, 2005). While the
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distinctions between these two can be complicated and fluid at times, it is important to note that 
they exist and play their own role in the process of music sharing.
Technological advances in music delivery and sharing before the Digital Age
Before sound could be captured and shared through technology, songs could only be 
spread orally or by print. Orally, as in live performance, was and still is a powerful tool for 
social movements.
“Live performances create free space: a physical area, marked out by auditory and 
physical boundaries, with an attached social/psychological meaning. Within this 
relatively protected space—surrounded by others who appear to feel much as you 
do.. .the decision to actively commit to an oppositional movement is facilitated” 
(Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 168).
This passage suggests that live music, in many ways, is able to create a bonding experience with 
performers, songs, and members of the audience. This section of the book also brings up the 
point that this is mainly notable for people who are already sympathetic to or a part of the 
movement. While a live act may help people partial to a movement sway in this direction, it is 
rare to see someone be converted on the spot. In addition, depending on live acts for social 
movements has limitations. Musicians can only be in one place at a time and need to travel in 
order to spread their messages. While this is important for the spreading and bonding of a 
movement culture, it is a slow and difficult process. Written word and publications were able to 
pick up where this left off.
A famous early 20th century labor organization, The Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW), is a great example of the successful use of printed material. They applied radical lyrics 





the tune to these songs, it was easier to apply the new lyrics and participate (Lynskey, 2011, pp. 
17). In addition, the IWW would insert songs into their publications and had a “Little Red Song 
Book” to distribute (Zinn, 2003, pp. 334). This allowed for people all over to share songs and 
learn them without the need for a live performance to teach them how. In addition, it showed 
solidarity by allowing people to see that there are songs being written about the same struggles 
they are currently going through. This may have inspired people to join a movement or start 
learning and spreading songs.
The invention of radio and its implementation around the country created a large change 
for American culture. Anthony Fellow, in American Media History, states that radio had 
importance in a variety of ways at the beginning of the 20th century. Before regulation, through 
different legislative acts in 1912,1927, and 1934, radio frequencies experienced use by many 
parties to create a “vehicle” for big business, information and entertainment, reform, and free 
expression (2010 , pp. 266). After these regulations, the ability for activist groups and musicians 
without the resources to play political music on the radio most likely lessened considerably. 
Political songs would have to reach mainstream success as popular music before gaining air 
time. One example of the radio being used to continue oral music delivery is the story of Woody 
Guthrie. As a folk singer and traveler during the Great Depression, Guthrie constantly displayed 
the traditional themes of folk music and later added political themes as well. He became a 
California radio performer in 1937 and played songs that he “picked up” in different areas during 
his travel. (Cray, 2004, pp.l 03). In this oral folk tradition, many of the authors remain unknown 
as songs travel from person to person around the country. However, by broadcasting these 
songs, they could be experienced by a wider audience. In terms of political messages, early 
regulated radio had a “fairness doctrine” which made sure that radio broadcasters provided
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opportunities for contrasting viewpoints on issues and to devote “reasonable time to 
controversial issues of public importance” (Briggs & Burke, 2009, pp. 203). Fellow argues that 
radio made America “homogenous for the first time” and became the thread that tied the country 
together (2010, pp. 266).
While radio had the ability to air music and information across the country, recordings 
that could be brought home and played at any time is an important next step that has lasted to 
this day in various forms. Recorded music plays a role in recruitment by serving as a “concrete 
and renewable reminder” of the connection felt while being a part of a live “music-movement 
experience.” It also lets people recount this feeling in their day-to-day life; something live 
experiences lack (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 169). The spread of political music recordings 
is partly due to Alan Lomax: one time director of the Archive of American Folk Song at the 
Library of Congress who organized concerts, hosted radio shows, published songbooks, and 
helped start the careers of many performers. Mostly working with politically “Left” folk artists, 
he also organized the recordings of many artists who may not otherwise have had the resources 
to put out their music (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998, pp. 70). As recording practices and 
technology advanced to tapes, CDs, and eventually digital music players, the amount of music a 
person can own increased, thus increasing the reach of artists (Day, 2002). Additionally, these 
advances have had a huge impact on the amount that artists can make and cheaply put out to their 
audiences (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 76).
Music Delivery and Sharing in the Digital Age
In terms of music and political media, there are a variety of effects that the Digital Age 






media outlets in different ways. While the cathartic effects of being at a live concert may not be 
transferable though the internet, websites like YouTube allow people to watch concert videos 
and get a context of how these events look and possibly feel. Songbooks can be found online in 
the form of sites that display the lyrics and chords to many different songs. Audiences can tune 
into different radio stations through the internet as well or even find previous radio broadcasts 
that were recorded for listening at any time. Most importantly, recorded music is distributed all 
over the internet in multiple ways. Since digital songs do not need to be put onto “physical” 
products like records, tapes, and CDs, the amount of copies that can be made is limitless 
(Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 76). In fact, 72 million people were estimated to be sharing 
music on the internet by 2005 (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 78).
The production side of music has been considerably changed as well. Artists had the 
ability to make their own recordings before, but the Digital Age has made it even cheaper and 
easier to produce their own work. For example, “do it yourself’ (DIY) recording labels have 
emerged and some have become legitimate independent record companies by “releasing albums 
by artists they admire and giving them the same creative control the founders enjoy” (Baskerville 
& Baskerville, 2010, pp. 278). Rosenthal and Flacks take this idea further by stating that artists 
can skip the need for traditional record companies by spreading their music on the many tools 
they have available to them on the internet. This gives artist the liberty to create what they want 
and spread it in their own ways. This specifically has an impact on political music, where artists 
do not need permission from a record company who may try to censor them (2011, pp. 76-77).
The music industry has its complaints about the role of music sharing and illegal 
downloading, but there is much debate on the degree that this hurts the industry and how larger 
companies will work to preserve their status and relevance (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 85).
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These issues also reflect and question the roles of mainstream media and alternative media as 
“underground” sources now have greater potential to be spread as far and wide as larger media 
outlets. w
Case Studies
This section of the work will focus on the role of music delivery and sharing on the role 
of social movements in terms of education, solidarity, and memory. This will be done by 
focusing on three different case studies of specific social movements and eras in American 
history. First, the labor movement from the beginning of the 20 century to the post-World War 
II era, then the 60s counterculture movement and the social movements associated with it, and 
the Occupy Wall Street Movement of 2011. The purpose of this strategy is to look at specific 
examples of the effects of music delivery and how they relat or differ from case to case.
The Labor Movement
The American labor movement, starting in the later 1800s, is noted for losing its 
momentum around the time of World War II (Lieberman, 1989). The role of corporations and 
poor regulation led to terrible working conditions as well as areas where companies owned 
almost every aspect of workers’ lives. Workers and organizers fought for the right to unionize 
and attain better hours and working conditions. A variety of different organizations formed with 













In terms of education in songs, this movement has a variety of examples. The songs of 
the IWW, in an age where many working class people were still illiterate, proved useful to teach 
people in different areas about the struggle of workers around the country, the role of companies 
in oppressing people, and the power of unions. One of the lead songwriters of this organization, 
Joe Hill, sums up this feeling:
“A pamphlet, no matter how good, is never read but once, but a song is learned by heart 
and repeated over and over; and I maintain that if a person can put a few cold common 
sense facts in a song, and dress them up in a cloak of humor to take dryness off of them 
he will succeed in reaching a great number of workers who are too unintelligent or too 
indifferent to read a pamphlet or an editorial on economic science” (Eyerman & Jamison, 
1998, pp. 59).
By pairing lyrics with this thought process in mind to the melodies of well-known songs, the 
IWW was able to spread catchy and useful songs.
In addition, some songs are purely instructional. In an age where information was not as 
accessible as it is now some songs were used to give instruction and directions. One example of 
this is a song co-written by folk musician and activist Pete Seeger, called “Talking Union”, starts 
with these lines:
“Now, if you want higher wages let me tell you what to do/You got to talk to the 
workers in the shop with you/You got to build you a union, got to make it strong/But if 
you all stick together, boys, it won't be long/You get shorter hours, better working 
conditions/Vacations with pay. Take your kids to the seashore (Hays, Lampell, & Seeger, 
1955).
Works like these represent a history of instructional songs in American oral tradition dating back 
to the instructional songs of American slaves working to find freedom (Rosenthal & Flacks, 
2011, pp. 134).
Solidarity
Solidarity in the labor movement was important for the success of large unions and 
socialist organizations because they were trying to force companies and the State to recognize 
worker’s rights and limit the threat of capitalism. Large numbers of people were needed to 
protest for this cause, so it was important that people involved in this struggle remain connected 
(Green, 2007).
In relation to the IWW, solidarity was important because it brought together different 
immigrant cultures. Most of the impoverished workers of the early labor movement were 
immigrants from many different areas. The labor movement and especially the IWW provided a 
public space and collective mission for these groups to come together. (Eyerman & Jamison, 
1998, pp. 57-58).
The radio was also an important way that solidarity spread to workers in different areas. 
Rosenthal and Flacks recall days when songs about the struggles of mill workers were spread to 
towns far away from one another. Hearing this music showed workers that there were alternative 
sources of information to mill owners and local newspapers and inspired them to band into 
unions (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 75). Here we can see the role of alternative media in 
subverting the media messages usually controlled by company towns. The fact that songs were 
being spread to different communities in an area potentially showed workers that they were not 
alone in their struggle and that they had a network of support.
For one last example, solidarity was also created by the folk revival’s concept of a 
hootenanny, or a large group of people coming together with their instruments and voices to sing 
and play songs together. Sponsored by left groups in the 1930s and 1940s, Rosenthal and Flacks 
believed this most likely helped recruit people already leaning in the host’s political direction 
(Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 168). Hootenannies and solidarity also tie together through the
w
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feelings brought by participatory music making. This offers an “immediate feeling of 
accomplishment” and inspires experiences of cohesiveness and active participation in political 
struggles (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 200).
Memory
In the early stages of the labor movement, multicultural immigrant traditions were tied 
together in order to create a populist heritage, where similarities were found through people’s 
identity as working class. Song and dance were used to create a community when language 
barriers kept people apart, thus creating a new culture of immigrant-inspired folk songs 
(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998, pp. 52). In the post-World War II era of the labor movement, 
musicians and organizers drew on this tradition to create a “folk revival,” which involved 
reviving the folk traditions of early American music and adding politically left-leaning messages 
that worked to reignite political themes in popular music (Lieberman, 1989). This era, from 
1930-1950, is seen by Eyerman & Jamison as a conscious effort, by groups like the Almanac 
Singers (founded by Millard Lampell, Lee Hays, Pete Seeger, and Woody Guthrie), to “infuse 
meaning into popular culture, and to give voice to the trials and tribulations of the common 
people during the hard times of the depression years” (1998, pp. 70). By constructing this effort, 
these participants are playing on their memory and tradition of political populist folk music and 
trying to recreate it in current times. While the Almanac Singers were considered unsuccessful 
at this time, their inspiration for the next generation is important.
1960s Counterculture and the New Left Movement
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The 1960s counterculture and the New Left Movement are two large social forces that 
define an era from the 1960s to the early 1970s (Zinn, 2003). The “new” part of the New Left 
movement is defined by the left wing’s embrace of new social movements apart from the “Old 
Left,” or labor movement (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011; Zinn, 2003). 
This new movement can be called a part of the “counterculture” because it involved a large 
amount of Americans creating a new culture based in a distrust of the government and advocacy 
for a variety of different social issues. As opposed to just being involved in labor struggles, 
activists enveloped themselves in struggles like fighting for civil rights, women’s rights, and an 
end to the Vietnam War. This new counterculture was a popular movement of many young 
people with feelings that the government is not to be trusted and that a revolution is near 
(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011; Zinn, 2003).
Education
This era combines a variety of social movements into one feeling of radicalism and a 
large cultural change led by youth culture. Education’s role in the 1960’s Counterculture and the 
New left can be compared to labor music’s educational roles with its use of live performances.
The Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) Freedom Singers is a great example 
of this. This group, from 1963 to 1964, traveled to northern college campuses to sing civil rights 
songs and teach lessons about the current state of African Americans in the South. They are 
noted for their educational capabilities:
“Thousands were educated through those concerts; many of the hundreds of 
volunteers who later went south to register voters in the Freedom Summer of 1964 had 
seen the Freedom Singers in the North, ‘an initiating experience’ of education that lead, 
eventually, to active involvement.. When the SNCC Freedom Singers toured.. .their most
important message wasn’t that segregation was unfair, but that there was a vibrant 
movement of resistance to segregation sweeping through the South” (Rosenthal & Flacks, 
201 l,pp. 144-154).
While many people attending these concerts were most likely sympathetic to the movement, the 
musical work of this organization allowed for educational opportunities that may not have 
happened without their involvement.
One of the main differences in education through music between this era and the labor 
movement is that certain songs in the 1960s came to represent the experience and feelings of the 
movement, not the original experience or intent of the song (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). This 
could be due to a number of reasons, but its effect on education is that the new popular music of 
this era, while powerful aspects of the movement, did not supply direct and simple songs to the 
extent that the previous era did. One reason is that many of the cultural changes and radical 
feelings of the generation were already taking shape so that the people involved already knew 
about the various issues or already felt compelled to participate (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). 
Additionally, since much of this larger movement was initiated by student groups, it would be 
safe to assume that they were already well versed on the societal problems they were resisting.
Solidarity
Songs of solidarity are where this movement shines. The iconic presence of artists like 
Bob Dylan and exciting new advancements in genres like folk rock, rock, and soul created the 
feeling of an emergent cultural change as well as a political one (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). 
This supported the overarching social movement of the time by making people aware that there 
is a movement they may belong to:
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“The great political significance of the Newport Folk Festivals of the late 1950s and early 
1960s was that ‘it provided for the eruption into day-lit social space the hidden 
underground life on an emergent youth culture.’... Musicking thus not only creates and 
provides free space for social alternatives; it alerts isolated people that a space is there, 
which they may then understand to be open to them” (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp.
153).
Eyerman and Jamison relate this feeling and argue that songs and singers formed a part of the 
process of collective identity formation, similar to the ‘freedom songs’ of the civil rights 
movement (1998, pp. 118).
The spread of this era’s music came from the position of many new artists in popular 
culture and the radio with hit records and large concerts (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998). Popular 
artists were associated with the movement and the changing culture without needing direct 
political messages: “Hendrix’s songs gave expression to the anger and confusion...that had 
implanted itself in so many young people’s brains, while Janis Joplin’s insatiable longing for true 
feeling, for true love, expressed the widespread alienation of the times” (Eyerman & Jamison, 
1998, pp. 134). So, as opposed to political solidarity or class and worker-based solidarity, this 
social movement dealt more with social solidarity and the overall feeling that a variety of issues 
and small social movements need to be supported.
Memory
The memory of the earlier labor movement and its musicians are adopted by the activists 
and artists of the 1960s. Looking back, it has been shown that participants in the 1960s folk 
revival as well as the larger counterculture movement were inspired by the culture of the 
Almanac Singers and similar artists. It has then been noted in this research that these 
participants made the “tradition” of these singers to be much more prevalent than it actually was.




“The artists and audiences who created and embraced the notion of socially conscious 
popular music.. .were invoking what fe lt to them like a historical tradition. Bob Dylan 
was trying to be Woody Guthrie; wanna-be folksingers in Greenwich in 1965 may not all 
have known much about Lead Belly or Florence Reece, but they had nevertheless 
inherited parts of their repertoire...” (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 209).
This supports an idea that cultural traditions are creations produced by the actions and beliefs of
current actors which aids in the idea of memory being used for movements and music’s ability to
be a part of that (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 210).
This era is known for affecting the cultural memory of future generations. The size of
this movement along with its hopefulness, many political actions and demonstrations, social
changes, and the overall feeling that radical change would happen created an ideal image of the
radical 60s that people still idealize and look back on today (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011; Eyerman
& Jamison, 1998). Rosenthal and Flacks argue that this older folk singer tradition married other
developing forms of popular music at the time and was able to “modify popular consciousness”
and remains to be “one of the dominant models for ‘serious’ popular artists today” (Rosenthal &
Flacks, 2011, pp. 210). The impact of this movement has then changed the way that protesters
and protest music are seen by current generations.
Occupy Wall Street
Starting in 2011, the Occupy Wall Street movement is a global social movement and one 
of America’s most recent large social movements (Writers for the 99%, 2011). While the 
movement is defined as without central leaders or central goals, the main goal of the movement 






2011, pp. 5). This movement is also a part of the Digital Age and has used social media as a w
tool to expand its messages and reach (Writers for the 99%, 2011, pp. 156). w
Education
There are a variety of changes because of the Digital Age that may alter the role of music 
in education for the Occupy movement. For one, the accessibility of information about this 
movement and the reasons for its existence is all over the internet. From simple charts to 
educational videos, these easily accessible mediums are performing the same role as songs in 
education, which is to provide new information in concise and entertaining ways (Rosenthal & 
Flacks, 2011, pp. 143-144). The amount of information tied to political musicians is increasing 
too, as a person can now visit websites associated with artists to find that they sometimes create 
links to see their favored “causes, issues, and authors” (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 152).
The most exciting part about this development, though, is that educational music about 
this movement is available all over the internet. A simple YouTube search of “occupy wall 
street song” will bring up a large number of songs and videos of people playing songs at the 
protests; More popular or well-known musicians only make up a small amount of these uploads. 
Many submissions are home recordings, done via webcam, of people who just wrote a song for 
the movement and wanted to share it. Some bigger musicians involved with this movement are 
Tom Morello from Rage Against the Machine, a hip hop group named Das Racist, Third Eye 
Blind, and Lupe Fiasco (Norton, 2011; Pelly, 2012). The involvement of these artists in the 
movement can work to educate people by showing them that musicians they look up to care 
















In the same vein, solidarity songs are all over the internet. Many musicians were at 
protests singing songs about the movement or the state of the world in general (Harvey, 2011). 
Harvey argues that a variety of artists are making music for the movement, but are involved in 






‘Every successful movement has a soundtrack,’ Morello is quoted as saying in the 
beginning of McKinley’s article. He’s right, we need a soundtrack and we have one, an 
ever-expanding one comprised of more songs and artists than one could possibly 
name.. .There you will find artists making some of the most powerful protest music you 
will ever hear, and you will find that none of us will ever define ‘the voice of our 
generation,’ because we are many generations with many voices” (Harvey, 2011).
This passage argues that, unlike the previously discussed movements, there will probably not be
any singular artists or songs highlighted in this movement, because there is an emphasis on
everyone being involved in the art making process and expressing their own voice, ideas, and art.
This still promotes solidarity by spreading songs with similar messages and inspiring
participation. It is different, though, than the labor movement where certain songs were known
around the country and used as a specific tool for solidarity. This change may have partly come
from the role of new technology in the Digital Age, but there is also a very concentrated effort to
promote individual voices in this movement.
To join in the solidarity effort as a musician, there is website called
OccupyMusicians.com, which offers resources for education as well as a way for musicians to
sign up and become part of their network. Websites like this are a part of a network of sites that
work to promote solidarity and supporting the movement in any way possible (Writers for the
99%, 2011). This shows that, while advances in music sharing and delivery have definitely
changed the way music reaches people, it also inspires the role of music in social movements and
puts this power in the hands of more people.
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Memory
Examples of memory and tradition can be found in this movement as well. The 1960’s 
Counterculture and New Left and folk revival movement have inspired these songs.. For 
example, at Occupy Long Beach at the beginning of the movement, Norton notes how people sat 
around a guitar and played popular protest songs of the 1960s but did not have any Occupy songs 
yet. He then goes on to list a few of the more popular artists that have come out of the 
movement since then (2011). Some examples of songs by these artists are “Who’s the Man” by 
MK-ULTRA and “If Ever There Was A Time” by Third Eye Blind (Norton, 2011).
During these protests, many old protest songs are sung, like “This Land is Your Land,” 
“Which Side Are You On?” and “We Shall Not Be Moved” (Pelly, 2012). The use of these 
songs show that protesters identify with the messages and the American tradition of protest they 
represent. A final view of memory and tradition in this context is the attendance of 92 year-old 
Pete Seeger at Occupy Wall Street in October of 2011. Surrounded by a crowd of around 1,000 
people, Seeger acted as the representation of a protest culture and the importance of songs that 
are still considered relevant to this day (Talbott, 2011).
Interviews
To get a better understanding of current political movements and the role of music in 
them, two interviews were done with people involved with political organizing and music.
These interviews were done by online messaging over the period of a few weeks. Since both 
interviewees are busy with their work, they were sent a list of questions and instructed to answer 
back whenever they had the time.
Eric Howanietz
The first interviewee is Eric Howanietz from Rockford, Illinois. He is an organizer both 
politically and musically in the Rockford area and has been instrumental in creating and 
sustaining the Disastr House, a community DIY punk house and venue. Howanietz works in 
organizing Rockford’s Occupy movement, hosting local art shows, and constructing a 
community garden in his neighborhood. Howanietz was asked questions about his history in 
being politically active, how he feels the role of music applies to social movements, and how he 
feels technology has played a part in political music. He is very involved with the culture 
involved with punk music. He defines this culture during the interview.
Activist Roots and Finding a Punk Culture
w
Howanietz states that ideology has always been a part of music for him, but he started to 
see the positivity in activism and its ability to change things in the real world. His first encounter 
with a music scene was through Industrial music. This was inspired by his attraction to Sci-fi 
themes, but admitted that after awhile he could not handle its A-political tendencies and the egos 
of those involved with the scene. While working as an activist in Palestine, he was introduced to 
the idea of anarchism and would occasionally meet punks from different countries with anarchist 
ideals. The international community involved with punk rock would stick with him when he 
came back to America:
“I came back to America looking for something real, what I found was punks. Punks 
living every day to fight the system. A whole culture against the system, music against 
the system, even food against the system. But I didn’t just roll out of bed and decide I 
was punk, I decided to just be myself and that turned out to be the most punk thing you 
could do anyway.”
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Howanietz finds activism through punk culture attractive partly because of its DIY ethic. The 
money needed for regular activism is replaced by a creative culture and “...where there is music, 
there are creative people willing to lend a hand.” The materials created then are considered 
more “authentic” and run at a lower cost than if purchasing supplies or services from companies.
Punks in Seattle
When asked what he considers the role of music in social movements to be: “I think 
music has more than just a role to play in social movements, I think it is the tactic of movements. 
Your music makes your movement.” He explained this through the story of punks and their 
activism in Seattle during the 2000 protests in Seattle; a part of the Global Justice Movement to 
bring the World Trade Organization conference to a halt. He explains that this happened with 
the sudden emergence of direct action from a growing underground movement that made its 
voice heard and protested this large institution. He notes that many A-political punk bands fall 
into the trap of consumerism and marketing their music, but a good deal of punk music involves 
creating music that is “so unintelligible and so abrasive that you couldn’t possibly market it.”
Technology Advances in Music Delivery and Sharing
Howanietz believes that most mediums for music before the internet (radio, CDs, 
television) have choked protest music by censoring artists and forcing them to market music in 
the system they are opposing. The internet is a liberating force in this way, because there is no 
censorship and people in all skill levels can make music about anything they want. He also 
believes that people should start writing music in their communities and start to create their own 
culture: “In the end it is more expressive, more authentic, better sounding, and has more
potential to change the world we live in.” According to Howanietz, music plays a role as the 
primary tactic of social movements and this role has been unchanged by technological advances. 
The internet, he says, “has empowered music and thus music has carried its perspective social 
movements forward with it.”
Howanietz’s position as a supporter of the potential of the internet is clear. His 
concluding statement dealt with the current struggle to keep it from being privatized:
“The powers that be (most of them private interests) have spent the last 100 years 
liquidating public space. The internet is a public space that for the time being they do not 
have control of. The old soap boxes and public plazas of the past were hotbeds of free 
and radical ideas. They have done their best to privatize or liquidate these public spaces 
as a strategy against mass movements and radical organizing. The internet as it stands 
will continue to threaten the institutions of all authority as long as it remains accessible 
and free of censorship.”
Evan Greer
Evan Greer, as described by her website, is a “queer social justice focused 
singer/songwriter, community organizer, and workshop facilitator based in Boston.” As a 
political songwriter, Greer has been able to play around the world and hosts a variety of 
workshops ranging from environmental rights to LGBTQ issues in high schools, universities, 
community organizations, and unions. Since Greer is involved in both organizing and performing 
in social movements, she is a valuable resource for this project. She was asked questions almost 
identical to Eric, but she received questions about her feelings as a musician instead of her roots 
in activism and music.
The Role of Music in Social Movements
Greer believes that music has many roles in social movements, “It can be an educational 
tool but also an offensive weapon. It can be a sustaining and healing force, a collective sigh of 
relief, or an absolutely necessary act of self-defense in the face of staggering violence and 
injustice.” She then compared these examples to her own life where she has used music to 
connect issues that are thought to be separate, to help friends in times of need, and sometimes 
just to have a good time. Evan also noted the importance of resistance music being thought of in 
a broad category. This point was argued by the idea that colonizers or imperialist forces have 
been known to attempt to “destroy, outlaw, ridicule (and eventually co-opt) the culture and music 
of the colonized.” Greer then states that Irish step dancing, where all movement is from the 
waist down, is a form of protest. This is because dancing was made illegal under British 
occupation and soldiers looking in from the street would see a person’s torso as still even though 
they were secretly dancing. This shows that context matters when looking at art and how it can 
be seen as protest: “A traditional Irish jig may not be the same as a revolutionary hip hop song or 
a Pete Seeger singalong, but it's still the music of resistance.”
Role as a Political Musician
w
w
Greer feels “absurdly lucky” to be able to travel and play to so many different people.
She also makes sure to fulfill a number of responsibilities while doing her work. For one, she 
makes sure to sing with the movement as opposed to singing about the movement, ensuring that 
she is a part of it. This distinction, while small, is important to her. Singing about the 
movement, as opposed to with it, would go against what she is working for as an organizer and a 
person who tries to connect social movements to each other. Singing with it ensures that she 







organizer in Boston and gives workshops when she can. She also mentions the importance of 
building bridges from movement to movement, something that she does in live performances:
“You can get away with a lot when you have a guitar. I’m queer and I've gotten up on 
stage at union halls wearing a mini skirt. After a few verses of ‘Solidarity Forever’ no 
one cares about my gender identity, we're all singing together and a few minds have been 
opened. And I'm sure to sing labor tunes in every gay bar I visit. I sing environmentalist 
anthems at the housing rally and songs about racial justice at the climate change 
conference. I think it's always important for musicians and artists to push the envelope, 
challenge the establishment (including sometimes the radical establishment) and use 
music as an organizing tool for bringing people together.”
This embodies education, solidarity, and memory, as Greer uses a traditional protest song to gain
respect in the memory of older struggles, then sings songs, depending on what kind of meeting
she is at, to promote solidarity about the present movement and educate about other movements.
The Effects of the Internet
Greer, like Howanietz, is a firm supporter of the potential of the internet. She admits that 
the role of the oral tradition and the idea of music “sung around a campfire” is important, but the 
internet has “changed everything” and has given “more people a voice than ever before.” Evan 
notes the remarkable ability to post a song online that has the potential of reaching thousands of 
people who may get interested in politics because of it or the feeling of traveling to a different 
country and playing a show where everyone already knows the words to her songs because they 
were able to find it for free online. This has happened to her already in Prague. She then argued 
that the record industry continues to “push the lie” that the internet is hurting small artists when 
it is really hurting the large companies that are too big to innovate.
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Greer’s closing statement does a great job in facing the idea of this paper’s original 
hypothesis that the role of music has been altered and even transformed by the Digital Age, but 





“Music still plays many roles in our movements. We still sing around the campfire, but 
we also have viral videos. We still sing on the picketline, but we can livestream it so 
strikers across the world can watch. Music can still be a tool, a weapon, or a medicine for 
the movement. Technology — when used well — can amplify that sound, sharpen that 
tool, and embolden that medicine. The question is, how do we use music not just to 
sustain the movement but to grow it and radicalize it into something that can effect real 
and lasting change in a terrifyingly broken and unjust world.”
Conclusions from Interviews
Both interviewees had some consistent themes throughout. For example, both agree that 
music plays a variety of roles in social movements that have not been affected by advancements 
in media technology. In fact, both state that the internet has the potential to be a positive tool for 
spreading music in ethical and egalitarian ways. They also mentioned the idea of the internet’s 
current freedom being threatened by large record companies. Overall, these interviews shed a 





From this research, it is shown that technology’s role as a tool prevents one from being 
able to conclude that technology plays a specific role on music delivery and sharing. It all 
depends on how much work is put into different mediums and how organizers, participants, and 









and how far their reach can be. In addition, each new advance in technology acts not as a 
replacement in many cases, but as another addition to the variety of tools to be used. The 
addition of record players in the home may have affected the roles of live music and radio, but 
now people have record players and live music and radio. The internet is seen as being a 
revolutionary medium that affected all other forms of media, but now musicians have the internet 
and CDs and live performances and radio. This last quote sums up the overall idea of music and 
the musician as a tool for social movements:
“It’s often said that an organizer has done her work best when she can walk away and the 
work she’s begun continues. The same is true of a movement musician: She’s the most 
successful when her message -  delivered musically, lyrically, through persona, 
performance, and the shared process of singing, in all these ways or in other ways -  lives 
on for individual audience members, who, in their own ways, become performers, too.
To succeed, movements need empowered actors, not audience members; participants 
must believe in their own sense of agency. Movements that soar on the wings of music 
are those in which audience members become collaborators in performance in some way. 
Whether we’re speaking of people creating songs to do with the degree to which the 
music -  through its constituent parts -  helps them to regard themselves as people who 
can change the world” (Rosenthal & Flacks, 2011, pp. 116).
The three defined roles of music in this paper: education, solidarity and memory, are
completely dependent on how much effort participants put into making music an important part
of a movement. Overall, while the technological advances brought in by the 20th and 21st
century have radically developed opportunities and replaced the need for some functions of
songs in social movements, the roles of education, solidarity, and memory remain intact.
29
wReferences
Anderson, M. (2004). The Civil Rights Movement. Illinois: Reed Educational & Professional 
Publishing.
Baskerville, D. & Baskerville, T. Music Business Handbook and Career Guide. California:
SAGE Publications.
Briggs, A. & Burke, P. (2009). Social History of the Media: From Gutenberg to the Internet. 
Massachusetts: Polity Press.
Buechler, S. (1990). Women’s Movements in the United States: Woman Suffrage. Equal Rights, 
and Beyond. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press.
Carawan, G. & Carawan, C. (1963). We shall overcome! Songs of the southern freedom 
movement. New York: Oak Publications.
Cogan, B. & Kelso, T. (2009). Encyclopedia of Politics. Media, and Popular Culture. Conneticut: 
Greenwood Publishing Group.
Cray, E. (2004). Ramblin’ Man: The Life and Times of Woody Guthrie. New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company.
Day, T. (2002). A Century of Recorded Music: Listening to Musical History. Great Britain: St. 
Edmundsbury Press Ltd.
Dubois, E. (1999). Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an Independent Women’s 
Movement in America* 1848-1869. New York: Cornell University Press.
Dunlap, J. (2006). Through the eyes of "Tom Joad": patterns of American idealism, Bob Dylan, 
and the folk protest movement. Popular Music and Society. 29 (5), 549-573.
Eyerman, R. & Jamison, A. (1998). Music and social movements: mobilizing traditions in the 
twentieth century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Fellow, A. (2010). American Media History. Massachusetts: Wadsworth, Cengage Learning.
Gerafalo, R. (1992). Rockin’ the Boat: Mass Music & Mass Movements. Massachusetts: South 
End Press.
Gilman, C. Suffrage Songs and Verses. [Online]. Avaliable
http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/gilman/sufffage/suffrage.html







Harvey, R. (2011, November). Can’t Find The Protest Songs? Check Inside The Movement.
Even If Your Voice Shakes. [Online]. Available FTP:
http ://voiceshakes. wordpress.com/2011/11/14/cant-find-the-protest-songs-check-inside- 
the-movement/
Lieberman, R. (1989). “Mv Song Is Mv Weapon”: People’s Songs. American Communism, and 
the Politics of Culture 1930-1950. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.
Lomax, A., Guthrie, W., & Seeger, P. (1999). Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People.
Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press.
OccupyMusicians.com. [Online]. Available FTP: http://www.occupymusicians.com/
Norton, Q. (2011, December). Beyond ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’: The Music of Occupy Wall Street. 
Wired. [Online]. Available FTP: http://www.wired.com/threatlevel/2011/12/occupy-wall- 
street-music/
Pelly, J. (2012, May). Report: Occupy Wall Street, Music, and Protest. Pitchfork. [Online].
Available FTP: http://pitchfork.com/news/46379-report-occupy-wall-street-music-and- 
protest/
Rosenthal, R. (2001). Serving the movement: the role(s) of music. Popular Music and Society,
25 (3-4), 11-24.
Rosenthal, R. & Flacks, R. (2011). Playing for Change: Music and Musicians in the Service of 
Social Movements. Colorado: Paradigm Publishers.
Seeger, P. (1998). Talking Union. On If I  Had A Hammer: Songs O f Hope & Struggle [CD]. San 
Francisco: Smithsonian Folkways. (1955).
Talbott, C. (2011, October). Pete Seeger At Occupy Wall Street: Artist Enters 9th Decade As An 
Activist. Huffington Post. [Online]. Available FTP: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/10/24/pete-seeger-occupy-wall- 
street_n_l 028396.html
Waltz, M. (2005). Alternative and Activist Media. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 
Weber, S. (2004). The Internet. New York: Chelsea House Publishers.
Writers for the 99%. (2011). Occupying Wall Street: The Inside Story of an Action that Changed 
America. New York: OR Books.
Zinn, H. (2003). A people’s history of the United States. New York: Perennials.
w
